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Abstract 
This study seeks to address the complexity of impacts of the learning environment on the efficiency of adult learning in 
professional development training. The systematic approach to the learning environment and its constituents provides the 
opportunity for analyzing the factors of key importance with special focus on the choice of the training methods and techniques 
that facilitate the learning process. The study presents the philosophical and epistemological reasoning on the one hand and the 
empirical evidence based on the findings of quantitative and qualitative research carried out by the author in the specific context 
of the civil service profession in the United States. The synthesis of research results is provided with an emphasis on practical 
applications in a highly encouraging learning environment that facilitates interaction, experiential learning, reflection, and 
enhances improved workplace performance. The comparative approach resulting from the author’s experiences in the Hungarian 
civil service training highlights the opportunities for benchmarking.  
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1. Introduction 
     Learning environments comprise the complexity of factors that vary in scope and flexibility as well as the extent 
to which they can be influenced, modified or adjusted to the specific needs of the adult learners. The qualitative and 
quantitative research carried out by the author in the civil service professional development field in the U.S. in 2010 
and her practical experience as a trainer in Hungary equally prove that the learning environment is a key to the 
impacts and choices that are highly responsible for the synergy and the efficiency of the learning process. It is 
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especially true when the main objective is to generate change of attitudes as it has been in the “Ethics and Integrity” 
and the “Integrity Management” training programs, in which more than seven thousand Hungarian civil servants, 
including senior staff were involved in 2013-14.  
    The study focuses on the exploration of the macro- and the micro-level elements of the learning environment with 
special regard to the teaching methods that can facilitate meaningful engagement in professional development 
learning in the specific context of the civil service training. The main intention of the study is to seek best practices 
and benchmarking opportunities for the Hungarian civil service. Despite the growing importance of online and 
virtual learning environments, our attention is paid to the traditional classroom, which is often far from being 
suitable or efficient for adult learning.  
    We believe that professional development is a special field for benchmarking as highly qualified, intellectually 
demanding ‘knowledge work’ encouraging creative problem-solving, learning on the job, and career prospects is 
rapidly gaining popularity worldwide. Comparison shows that Hungary is lagging behind the U.S., therefore the 
adaptation of best practices could be of real benefit. In 2002 70% of the American civil service employees already 
belonged to this category. (Freyss, 2002) In the Eastern European region, including Hungary, in 2007 this rate was 
merely 29% below the European average (Rudinger & McVerry, 2007, p. 21). 
 
2. Systemic Approach 
 
    In the interpretation of the research, the multidisciplinary framework of the analyzed training field, extends the 
notion of the learning environments to a) the historically, socially and culturally embedded civil service and public 
administration dimensions; b) the institutional and organizational system in which civil service training i.e. civil 
service Human Resource Development (HRD) is taking place; and c) the philosophical and epistemological 
background and the underlying beliefs of the training practices.  
    The broader interpretation of the learner-centered learning environment covers the fairly stable and relatively 
slowly changing dimensions such as the economic, social, cultural, and professional background that provide the 
historically determined framework conditions of the learning environment. (Komenczi, 2009) In terms of the civil 
service training field the multidisciplinary framework comprises the public administration dimension with its 
institutional system and organizational culture including HRD on the one hand, and the approaches to adult learning 
and training that most efficiently serve the needs and the demands of the target groups and their organizations on the 
other. 
    Narrowing the scope of the analysis we can focus on factors that are more flexible to change, like the underlying 
assumptions of the training practices, the physical setting, e.g. room design, group size, methods and techniques, 
teaching materials, media, or technology. The personality and the expertise of the trainer and the micro-climate he or 
she can create in the group have an invaluable contribution to training outcomes. These components of the learning 
environment can more easily be adapted to the specific needs and objectives of the learners. At the same time they 
reflect the preferences and choices of the educator/trainer, which directly influence the setting and the atmosphere of 
a training event. 
2.1. Macro-level elements 
     Grounded choices need the understanding of the reasons behind them, the underlying theories and principles that 
are especially important when comparisons are overarching continents: in these cases, besides the convergent 
elements, there are even more historical and socio-cultural differences (Maroti, 2010) as in the development 
tendencies of the civil service systems on the two continents. The European and the American models basically 
differ in their interpretation of the role and the power of the state: opposed to the dominant European state, strong 
local communities and local governance were created in the U. S. to counterbalance the centrally regulated 
hierarchical state machinery typical of its European counterparts. (Stillman, 1994) 
    In spite of the evident differences between the historical development and the practice of the American and the 
Hungarian civil service systems, the global challenges of the past decades have brought about new paradigms and 
solutions that tend to narrow the traditional gaps, and have generated new goals and objectives that require similar 
approaches to the professional development of the Hungarian civil service personnel, thus justifying benchmarking 
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efforts. In the Hungarian public administration there has been a shift from the prevalence of law enforcement 
practices to functional competence development and practical problem-solving, which requires HRD solutions 
similar to those that have proved successful in the American context. The convergence of the training objectives 
necessarily results in the convergence of the learning environment regarded as favorable for the attainment of these 
objectives.  
    Table 1 below illustrates those meta-theories that reflect the most typical orientations and their implications for 
adult learning. Laird defines behaviorism, cognitivism, humanism, social learning and constructivism as learning 
theories having the primary contribution to HRD. (Laird, 2003) A deeper insight into their methodological impacts 
reveals that the common features are the attitudes to personal experience, practical skill development, interaction 
with peers in the training group or social interaction in the organization, reflection on real-life situations, and the 
facilitation of the learning process by the trainer instead of direct knowledge transfer. 
 
           Table 1. Orientations to adult learning  
 
Meta-theories of learning Adult learning implications  
Liberal introspective processes, lectures, dialogues, critical reading of classical literature, debates 
practical experience, problem-solving, activity, projects, integrated approach, facilitation 
programmed learning, skill development training, learning contract, computer assisted 
learning  
Progressive 
Behaviorist 
Cognitivist 
Humanist 
Social learning 
Radical/critical 
Constructivist  
interactive tasks, learning how to learn, discovery, mixed groups, working with objects 
experience, self-reflection, interaction, self-directed learning, group dynamics, facilitation  
social interactions, social role models, the facilitator as a role model, mentoring 
critical reflection, problem-solving, real-life situations, interaction, dialogues, debates 
experience, real-life situations, problem-solving, group dynamics, interaction, debates, projects, 
reflection and self-reflection, facilitation, previous knowledge of the learner 
 
Nahalka points out that the dichotomy of the relationship with the environment and the attitude to change are the 
crucial underlying principles of the distinction between various learning theories influencing the role attributed to 
the environment, and the interpretation of change. Pedagogical paradigms choose one or the other psychological 
concept of learning that determines the processes they consider important in human integrations having pedagogical 
significance; what they think about the value of spontaneity, and also how they assess the impact of the learning 
environment on the efficiency of learning. (Nahalka, 1997) 
2.2. Micro-level elements 
    The choice of the learning environment is subject to preferences that depend on the various conceptions of 
learning and the methodological approaches built on them, as well as the training objectives aligned with the 
organizational goals. Practice shows that the learning theory individual educators use – often intuitively - is usually 
an eclectic mix that they develop for themselves benefiting from the peculiarities of various approaches: “...an 
affective training environment emphasizes the experiencing of concrete events; a symbolic environment emphasizes 
abstract conceptualization; a perceptual training environment stresses observation and appreciation; a behavioral 
training environment stresses action-taking in situations with real consequences. Any particular training experience 
can have some or all of these orientations, to differing degrees, at the same time.” (Sims, 1990, p. 166) 
Wlodkowski suggests considering four conditions to enhance the adult learners’ motivation: establishing 
inclusion, developing attitude, enhancing meaning and engendering competence. Adult learners need an 
environment in which they feel respected and connected to peers in the group; relevance to their needs can affirm a 
favorable disposition toward learning; they have to understand that they learned something valuable and useful in 
the workplace. (Wlodkowski, 2004)  
Research data collected by training observation, interviews and document analysis in the case study research of 
the civil service professional development training practice in Athens, GA demonstrate the preference of the 
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practice-oriented, interactive small group training, which seem to maintain their popularity despite the growing 
online training market. If the local government registers for a webinar, they combine it with a group session usually 
facilitated by the head of the department. Interviewee K. D. pointed out that the starting point for the trainer should 
be the fact that adults learn best when they are part of the training, when they are able to contribute, they bring their 
own experiences to the learning. It is the asset and the added value the trainer has to rely on.  
Reflection in the experiential learning process is targeting practical experience in the light of its transfer to the 
workplace, which is the key to the long-term impact of a professional development training, even if it is very 
difficult to measure or prove.  
Findings indicate the strong influence of the behaviorist approach, when the workplace behavior and the 
expected changes of behavior are in the focus of attention. The behavior of civil servants or public employees is also 
given importance as role models of those who represent the city, and influence community opinion how their local 
government works and how they spend the tax-payers’ money. Besides this the humanist approach seems the other 
most influential theory with the central role of the trainer facilitator, who is the expert of the topic and the process 
alike, and who is able to motivate and structure the learning experience. 
Interviewee B. T. mentions safety and confidentiality as the crucial features of the encouraging learning 
environment; participants have to be sure that anything they say in the training will not be misused neither by the 
trainer nor the peers in the group. The author’s experience shows that in groups where subordinates sit together with 
their own supervisors or managers, it is much more difficult to achieve the required level of openness, especially 
when the topic is a sensitive one like the prevention of corruption in the Ethics and Integrity training program 
mentioned above. 
Group dynamics and the wide selection of purposefully used training methods and techniques are the central 
elements of the learning environment directly connected to the training experience of the learners. Methodological 
variety serves the needs of people with different learning styles on the one hand and the opportunity of manifold 
experience on the other. Methods ensuring the active participation of the learners encourage both cooperation and 
individual learning, and they are relevant at all stages of the experiential learning cycle (getting experience, 
interpreting the experience and reflecting on it, generalizing and applying it in new situations) to facilitate and 
strengthen reflection and self-reflection that is the source of learning. (Beard & Wilson) 
    According to the findings of the case study research, the most frequently used methods in the practice of the 
American training institutions represent a high level of interactivity like icebreakers, small-group discussion and 
problem-solving, role plays, games, simulations, case studies, brainstorming, buzz groups, and project work. Lower 
level participation is ensured by structured panel discussions, interactive mini-lectures, reading tasks, trainer’s 
explanation or presentation, watching video films, or completing individual assignments. Finding the balance 
between different types of methods and choosing the best ones to achieve the learning objectives is the art of 
training, which requires the deep understanding of the complex nature of the learning environment. 
    The learning space itself needs more attention than it is often given. In the Hungarian civil service, where training 
sessions are very frequently held in the premises of government offices, it is a constant challenge for the trainer to 
adjust the interactive exercises to the training space that lacks flexibility and restricts mobility. It is highly 
unfortunate when the constraints of the training room determine the methodological choices, which is not rare if the 
venue is a small meeting room with fixed tables or a huge ceremonial hall with uncomfortable chairs.  
3.  Conclusions 
    From an adult learning perspective the emotionally safe and supportive learning environments encourage 
participants’ involvement in interaction, facilitate learning experience transferable to meaningful knowledge and 
practical skills, and ultimately, improved workplace performance. Regardless of the type of environment, indoor or 
outdoor, natural or artificial, the better the conditions are, the higher learner satisfaction can be achieved. It is 
essential to draw the attention of the organizers and decision-makers to the high importance of the impact of the 
learning environment on the training results. The training practice which is prevailing in the professional 
development of the civil service target groups in the U.S. reinforces the learner-centered and problem-oriented 
experiential learning. Recent developments in the Hungarian civil service and also local community training 
programs show that the change of paradigm has already started, and the civil service training profession is much 
more open to change than it was some years ago. If the trend continues, the best practice for adaptation can make 
improvements, and it can contribute to the renewal of the Hungarian practice. 
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